Rainey Bethea by Rogers, Daryl
RAINEY BETHEA
A coal truck roars and wheezes, straining uphill in low gear.
I'm riding in a Ford Econoline van with three other construction 
workers. We're heading to a building site in Hazard, Kentucky. 
The motel where we're staying is out of town on the interstate.
In the morning the fog is thick, so we got up early to make 
the time-consuming drive to the job.
Just outside of town, spray-painted over a traffic sign, are 
the words "no niggers allowed beyond this point."
I just read somewhere about a man named Rainey Bethea, hanged 
before a crowd of ten thousand in Owensboro, Kentucky, back in 
1936. It was the last legal event of its kind in the United 
States. Vendors worked the throng, that drank all night waiting 
for the main event. A brawl ensued afterward over pieces of 
the black hood he wore.
One of the members of our crew is a black man I've worked with 
off and on for ten years. He just shakes his head as we pass 
the sign. A little guy, that I had written off as a worthless 
redneck, says, "Don't worry, man. Anybody gives you any shit, 
we'll kick their ass."
TORNADO WARNING 
(for Karen)
sparse raindrops like grains 
of salt strike the windshield 
forming ragged circles 
like craters on the moon
the woman that is my 
best friend in life 
steers us through the streets 
with authority
her dark Mediterranean hair 
blowing about her face and shoulders 
like storm clouds 
changing shape
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we're listening to Voodoo Lounge 
the Dionysian rhythms 
the wind
the impending danger
the power she has over me 
and the strange light in the sky 
work in concert 
life is good
—Daryl Rogers 
Lexington, KY
DEAR JILL
Too tired to work tonight, so took a nap and dreamed I told 
you I'd learned a secret known only to our people: that if 
you press the top of a mushroom just the right way you can 
know everything about its past and present nature.
Thus, any mushroom, fresh, dried, cooked, or raw, if simply 
pressed twice quickly, would show pictures of its true 
previous states of being and eventually reveal if it is 
wholesome, signified by the image of a clean, white, young 
mushroom, or poisonous, by a goblet of green liquid.
Just before I woke, we were sitting together at my kitchen 
table with you smiling warmly at me, tenderly pressing the 
mushrooms in a full bowl I'd picked, while we watched each 
one show a true, clear image of itself, for both of us to see.
—Cyril A. Dostal 
Sagamore Hills, OH
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